
Flying Foxes and Why We Need Them by Sandra Guy 

My interest in our natural environment has led me to join BushCare Groups and the Australian Plant 

Society; become a licensed wildlife rescuer/carer; and present educational talks on flying foxes with 

the live beasties on display. I’ve also been professionally engaged in the ‘green collar’ sector for 

almost two decades.  

However, I learnt most about the sophisticated interdependence between plants and animals during 

my most challenging volunteer project; revegetating a 5ha-site on a friend’s Hunter Valley property 

(150kms from home) labouring weekends over three years. This involved clearing 20 years of weeds; 

then identifying and reinstating the five endemic native plant communities originally on site. As the 

native vegetation had first been cleared some 150 years ago it was remarkable that remnants still 

existed; and I used these to propagate plants from seeds and cuttings.  

To revegetate the site I first identified the pioneer species of each of the five different plant 

communities; planting approximately 2,000 tube stock during spring and autumn (half on steep slopes 

in an abseiling harness for safety).The site was badly neglected, but a ‘hot spot’ of biodiversity, and 

well worth the effort.  

However, all my work only reinstated the bare scaffolding of the original plant communities; which will 

only fully recover and become self-sustaining when birds and mammals reintroduce the seeds for the 

hundreds of other plant species required to ‘fill out’ the pioneer species I planted initially. Given time 

and opportunity, nature will do with ease what people find impossible. 

While I also see the value of native plants as ornamental replacements for exotic garden plants I’m 

more keenly excited by observing them in their natural setting; which is the study of ‘plant 

communities’ or ‘veg types’; and which intrinsically involves the interdependence of plant and animal 

species.  

A ‘plant community’ is a naturally-occurring ecosystem specific to a given area; and is formed by a 

cluster of thousands of interdependent species of flora, fauna, microbes and fungi which have evolved 

to symbiotically ensure the ongoing health of that ecosystem. But many people ‘Can’t see the plant 

community for the trees’ – because ‘plant community’ is a bit of a misnomer. Counterintuitively, the 

animals that make up a ‘plant community’ are every bit as important as the plants. 

While all the requisite species form part of the dynamic whole in these ecosystems; some species are 

known as ‘keystone species’ and are critically important; so-called ‘keystone’ because their presence 

supports the structure of the whole ecosystem. They are essential: no other species performs their 

specific ecological role; and without them the ecosystem will collapse. Even before a keystone 

species disappears from an area it can become ‘effectively extinct’; meaning there are insufficient 

numbers present to perform its ecological role effectively. 

Many people are aware the cassowary is an endangered species native to Australia’s northeast 

rainforests. Some might be aware the clearing and fragmentation of the rainforest is threatening its 

survival. But few are aware that, vice versa, the existence of the rainforest depends on the 

cassowary; it being the only extant species that can distribute the very large seeds of many rainforest 

trees.  

The cassowary, he’s not a clever bird; but he does what no other animal in our north-eastern 

rainforests can do. He eats big seeds; he eats and walks; eats and walks; eats and walks and 

defecates. And his lovely long gut holds each seed long enough to deposit it far enough from the 

source tree; so the future healthy tree only mingles its genes with outsiders. The cassowary thereby 

ensures the genetic diversity and health of the forest – earning it the title ‘keystone species’ for our 

northeast rainforests. Hurrah for the cassowary.  

However, the bad news for us is that if we lose the cassowary, we lose our rainforests; and listing it 

as’ endangered with extinction’ hasn’t yet stopped its numbers declining. Perhaps a little less urban 

development in the rainforests might help. 

So finally, we come to the flying foxes; eight species of which have a combined range covering most 

of mainland Australia. They earn the title ‘keystone species’ for most types of native forests across the 

continent; from north to south; east to west; inland to coast; and even including those famous north-

eastern rainforests. 



So while the cassowary is the hero of the rainforests, it pales into insignificance next to the flying 

foxes which do the heavy lifting across the continent; pollinating hundreds of species of trees and 

ensuring genetic diversity and survival of many different types of forest communities. 

However, despite their essential role, all flying fox species are in decline and in some quarters, there 

is concern that the main species on the south eastern seaboard, the Grey Headed Flying Fox, will be 

effectively extinct in the wild within 20-30 years. Best estimates are current numbers represent only 

5% of the population present prior to European settlers arrived. The decline continues even in spite of 

it being listed as ‘vulnerable to extinction’ in 2001 on both NSW and Federal statutes.  

Firstly, pollination. Many of our native trees have blossoms that are only receptive to pollination at 

night. The only nocturnal pollinators of any significance are flying foxes which, in spite of their other 

common name of ‘fruit bat’, actually prefer to feed on nectar from native blossoms. 

Secondly, genetic diversity. The birds, bees, and butterflies we see during the day on native trees are 

generally not aiding pollination. Those that do simply can’t disperse the pollen far enough to ensure 

the genetic diversity of the forest. So without flying foxes we’d lose the structure that provides the 

essential microcosms supporting thousands of other flora and fauna species; yet very few people 

realise their key role in the environment.  

I fear that one day we’ll look around and notice there are no saplings in our native forests; realise it’s 

because we lost too many flying foxes; and realise it’s far too late to redress the situation. So, for any 

native plant enthusiast, perhaps it’s time to examine the ecological role of flying foxes now and see 

what can be done to save them, before that day arrives. 

Bats and humans are both placental mammals with striking similarities. yet bats seem so foreign to 

us. Inhabiting the night skies; a realm so diametrically opposed to ours, it’s not surprising that myths 

and misunderstandings dominate our attitudes. It is only recently that studies have led to our current 

cursory understanding of their biological roles and complex behaviours. 

Bats have existed for over 55 million years and they are one of the most successful and abundant 

Orders of mammals. Their scientific name Chiroptera (pronounced kirop-tera) means hand-wing. We 

clearly see our own hand and arm structure in their wings, with their highly elongated finger bones 

providing structure to their wing’s fine skin membrane. 

Bats fall into two main types: the microbats (Microchiroptera) and the megabats (Megachiroptera).  

Fruit bats, or flying foxes, belong to this latter group and it is these I’ve had the most experience. The 

Grey Headed Flying Fox in particular, which is the most abundant species in Sydney. 

Flying foxes don’t use sonar; and their eyes and ears function exactly like ours; just a whole lot better. 

Only the insectivorous microbats use sonar as a means of locating their fast-moving prey. Blossoms 

and fruit being stationary targets, the fruit bats never needed to evolve the complicated sonar of the 

microbats.  

Flying foxes are remarkably intelligent and have highly sophisticated social structures. They are more 

intelligent than dogs and, in captivity, easily learn their own names and the routine of the house or 

aviary. Some experts feel their intelligence might even approach that of chimps. 

Flying foxes breed very slowly as mothers can only raise one pup a year. They form tight emotional 

bonds: teaching the pups grooming and social skills; and nurturing them intensely until they become 

independent at about five months old.  

Until three weeks old the pup holds to its mother’s belly as she forages for food; but when it becomes 

too heavy it’s left behind in the maternity colony at night. However, some adult bats always remain 

behind to help ward off predators and supervise the young, much like bat babysitters. 

The pups only start to fly at about three months and are still depending on their mothers until 

independently foraging at about five months. Until then they will die if they lose their mother. 

When orphaned pups are raised by people, the foster mother must try to duplicate 

this intense emotional relationship with the bat pup.  If that fails, then like a 

neglected human child, the pup won’t develop into a well-rounded, emotionally-

stable adult that fits properly into society. This is the only wild animal that requires 

such a tight emotional bond with its replacement mother; and for other species it’s 

actually detrimental to ‘imprint’ the young while raising them. 

Nearing adolescence, bat pups start to fly and are put into a crèche aviary; which is 

rather like bat boarding school.  Timing is critical; and they must separate from their foster mother at 



this time so as to dehumanise effectively. This ensures they meld into bat society and can be 

successfully released. Bats that have been kept too long in human company will forever identify 

humans as a source of food and affection and can’t be released into the wild; which would be a total 

failure. 

Raising an orphaned flying fox pup is an enormously enriching experience. They cuddle, play and 

‘talk’ to their ‘mother’ and show displeasure when they don’t get their own way. They call out when 

their ‘mother’ is in the room with a little cry that sounds remarkably like “Mum! Mum! Mum!” They are 

fed with a formula designed to replicate flying fox milk; initially with six tiny feeds a day, reducing in 

frequency until they’re eventually weaned at about three months old onto fruit with a high-protein 

supplement.  

Grey Headed Flying Foxes are highly nomadic within their range, but are not migratory. However, 

significant changes to their normal range have been noticed in the last decade and it is postulated this 

southerly creep of 1,000kms may be due to climate change, although the jury is still out. 

Bats can travel up to 100kms a night foraging for food; returning each morning to an established 

camp site where they rest, nap and socialise during the day. They use their campsites more like 

hotels than apartment blocks; bats moving within their natural range by stopping off sequential at a 

series of campsites. This way they can move away from food shortages to areas of greater 

abundance, causing bats in the receiving camps to shuffle into other camps to accommodate the new 

arrivals. 

These campsites (also called roosts or colonies) tend to cause the most conflict with people because 

they can be both odorous and noisy. Unfortunately, for bats, the ideal location for a bat camp is also 

exactly the type of location people prefer. A sheltered gully near fresh water with tall trees and rich 

soil, protected from desiccating westerlies and frigid southerlies. As people expand their range, 

clearing bat habitat for their homes and farms, flying foxes are quickly losing both food sources and 

camp site habitat. 

Better planning decisions, such as not approving new developments too close to existing bat camp 

sites, would easily prevent more problems occurring. The problem of conflict with existing camp sites 

is more difficult. An experimental initiative to plant up ‘replacement’ roost sites has recently 

commenced in NSW Hunter Valley. The aim is to entice the bats to leave problematic roosts in the 

middle of urban areas but it will be 10-15 years before the new sites are established; at which point 

we will know if the bats like what they see and choose to relocate. 

Misinformation about the disease risk from bats is another hurdle which can cause great concern. 

This is largely fuelled by misinformation in semi-hysterical media reports. Disease is the one issue 

people feel confident they know about bats. “Bats are filthy disease-ridden vermin and I’ll die if I get 

close to one”. Simple, but incorrect. 

In fact bats can carry only two viruses which people might acquire. One of those, Australian Bat 

Lyssavirus (ABL), can be transmitted directly from bats to people but is rare. The second, Hendra, 

can only be transmitted to a person from an infected horse. As a vaccine is now available for horses, 

Hendra no longer need pose any risk for people or horses. 

Australian Bat Lyssavirus (ABL) is a rabies-type disease that can be fatal in humans. However, only 

three deaths have ever occurred in Australia so it is exceptionally rare. ABL transmits only by a bite 

(or perhaps a scratch) from an infected bat and as bats don’t attack humans, this can’t occur unless 

an unvaccinated person tries to handle a bat. Even so, it is estimated that less than 0.05% of the bat 

population carries ABL and a post-exposure vaccination is available from doctors to ensure an 

accidental bite doesn’t cause any illness. 

Bites usually occur when trying to free a bat from fruit netting or barbed wire but as an untrained 

person can inadvertently cause serious injury by mishandling a bat only licensed rescuers should 

handle trapped bats. Don’t risk it; report the bat urgently to your local wildlife rescue group. 

Most bats (and other wildlife) caught in fruit tree netting sustain such severe injuries they must be 

euthanized but most people don’t even realise there is a choice of netting and one is ‘wildlife friendly’. 

The most common is very dangerous to wildlife and doesn’t even protect the fruit.  It looks like fishing 

net and entangles the animals tightly like a tourniquet as they struggle.  It should never be used. 

The correct netting is safe for wildlife and also protects fruit from fruit fly, coddling moth and wildlife. It 

looks like fly-screen or mosquito netting and is endorsed as ‘Wildlife Friendly’. Even shade cloth with 

less than 30% shade will work well. You can ensure you don’t inadvertently cause harm to possums, 



birds, snakes and flying foxes by using only wildlife-friendly netting and fencing: see 

www.wildlifefriendlyfencing.com 

While flying fox populations continue to decline, largely due to ignorance, misunderstanding, and 

open hostility, we must do our best to overcome these problems by informing people of our need for 

their survival. With high mortality and low fecundity, populations cannot quickly recover from stressors 

such as heat waves, severe storms, loss of habitat and culling. As populations approach ‘tipping 

points’ from which there is no recovery, the problem becomes more urgent.  

The global problems affecting flying foxes, like climate change, might be beyond us in the immediate 

future, but our individual actions can help. Promote sensible planning decisions to preserve existing 

flying fox habitat and which halt the fragmentation of that which remains. Join a wildlife rescue 

organisation or donate to one. Educate people about our need for flying foxes. These positive actions 

will cascade. 

Unless we take urgent steps to successfully halt the decline in flying fox populations, I fear we’ll see 

the day when people look around our native forests and suddenly wonder where all the saplings are. 

By the time we work out why; that we’ve lost the keystone species responsible for the forests’ 

pollination, seed dispersal, genetic health, sapling recruitment and forest structure, it will be too late. 
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Sandra is a member of Sydney Metropolitan Wildlife Service, which rescues, rehabilitates 
and releases all native wildlife species in the Sydney area and is actively involved in 
educating the community about the importance of our native fauna.  

APS members in Sydney can contact Sandra direct to arrange talks on flying foxes, on 0425-
211-040. 

For educational presentations to other community group or schools please your local wildlife 
group. 

Sydney Wildlife:www.sydneywildlife.org.au/index.html 9413-4300 Rescues 24hrs/7 days. 

Information on Flying Foxes from the Office of Environment & Heritage see: 
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/animals/flyingfoxes.htm  
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